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The paper examines asylum seekers’ perceptions of the prohibition to work policy
through the lens of burden(s). Drawing from individual interviews with asylum
seekers and key informants and group discussions, the findings show the mul-
tiple—economic, social, and emotional—burdens that the prohibition to work
inflicts on asylum seekers and problematizes the static understanding of burdens to
reveal the processes of ‘becoming’ a burden on others. A comparison of enforced
joblessness and undocumented work highlights the benefits of being able to work,
even when this is risky, and the different burdens associated with the choice to not
work, and consequently experience forced unemployment, or to break the rules and
work in the undocumented sector. The concept of the burden paradoxhighlights the
inconsistencies between the UK government’s goal to minimize burdens for asylum
seekers and the host society and its policy implementation that increases them for
both.
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Introduction
Over the last two decades, policies directed at asylum seekers have become in-
creasingly restrictive in the UK, creating what has become known as the ‘hostile
environment’ (Vickers 2015; Hiam et al. 2018), which negatively impacts on asy-
lum seekers and migrants (Parker 2017; Cole 2019; Weller et al. 2019). Among
hostile environment asylum policies, the prohibition to work significantly limits
asylum seekers’ access to the labour market while they are in the asylum process
(Lewis et al. 2017). The core component of this policy is the introduction of the
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12months period limitation for eligibility to apply for permission to work (Gower
2016). Experts, members of parliament, and refugee advocates continue to contest
the time frame of the policy, and advocate for no time limit or, at best, a reduced
time limit of 6 months (UNHCR 2003; Atfield et al. 2007; Gower 2016; Refugee
Council 2017; Refugee Action 2018).
The prohibition to work policy affects thousands of asylum seekers in the UK.
In the year ending in June 2018, the number of asylum applications (from main
applicants) was 27,044, and among the 21,666 initial decisions on asylum appli-
cations, 29 per cent of applicants were granted asylum or an alternative form of
protection. Asylum applications receiving an initial decision within 6 months fell
from 73 per cent in 2012 to 25 per cent in 2018 (Walsh 2019). In fact, in early 2019,
theHomeOffice abandoned its 6-month target for asylum claim decisions in order
to prioritize cases involving vulnerable applicants and cases where an initial deci-
sion needed to be reconsidered (Allison and Taylor 2019). This means that many
individuals are unable to work due to the bureaucracy of the system, and conse-
quently are in need of state support. In September 2019, 44,156 asylum seekers in
the UK were receiving support under Section 95 of the Immigration and Asylum
Act 1999 (Home Office 2019).
Restrictions on asylum seekers’ right to work are driven by economic reasons
and deterrence strategies (Edwards 2006). According to the UK government,
applicants are generally not allowed to work because ‘entering the country for
economic reasons is not the same as seeking asylum, and it is important to keep the
two separate’ (UK Visas and Immigration 2014). This statement implies that
asylum seekers do not need or want to work, and that they can live without
working. TheUKgovernment’s position is that to give access to the labourmarket
to asylum applicants would act as a pull factor and would encourage unfounded
asylum claims, despite the lack of strong evidence in support of this assertion
(Committee on Migration, Refugees and Displaced Persons 2012; Refugee
Council 2017). In fact, a large body of evidence, including some information
produced by the Home Office itself, refutes the pull factor thesis (Mayblin
2016), a finding that is in line with data from other European countries that do
not show a link between less strict employment rules and rises in numbers of
asylum applications (Gower 2016).
The prohibition to work policy is also incongruent with existing research that
shows that working has positive effects for migrants, asylum seekers, and host
societies alike. Enjoying the right to work is crucial not only for survival and
financial independence but also for the fulfilment of human dignity, self-
respect, self-esteem, hope and life satisfaction (Humphries et al. 2005; Edwards
2006; Hartley and Fleay 2014), as well as the human desire to feel valued, useful,
and productive (AsylumAccess andRefugeeWorkRights Coalition 2014). To be
able to work strengthens individual autonomy, agency, and decision-making
capacities (Hennessy 2017). The right to work is also important for the mental
health of asylum seekers (Popescu 2016; Kone et al. 2019). Access to the labour
market by asylum applicants has economic benefits not only for them but also for
the host society through increased taxation, lower costs of social assistance, and
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reduced reliance on public support (Committee on Migration, Refugees and
Displaced Persons 2012; Gower 2016; Hennessy 2017).
This paper aims to fill a gap in existing literature on asylum and (un)employ-
ment by examining the impact of the prohibition to work on asylum seekers who
do not work, and also exploring the transition into the undocumented sector for
some asylum seekerswho break the rules and take the risk of entering employment
in the undocumented sector. Most innovatively, the paper compares the experi-
ences of asylum seekers who do not work with those who do work, and the
impacts of forced joblessness and clandestine employment. The paper contributes
to existing knowledge on asylum and (un)employment through the concept of
burden that allows us to explore the multiple impacts that the prohibition to work
has on asylum seekers; to problematize the perception of asylum seekers as a
burden and reveal the inconsistencies that exist between the government’s aim
to reduce burdens and its policy implementation that increases them. To set the
context for the analysis of the impact of the prohibition to work on asylum
seekers, we begin by presenting an overview of the policy changes related to asy-
lum and employment in the UK.
Overview of Key Policy Changes on Asylum (Un)Employment
The year 2002marked a significant transition towards restrictive policy changes in
asylum (un)employment in the UK. In mid-2002, the UK Labour Government
ended an employment concession that allowed asylum seekers to apply for per-
mission to work 6 months after submitting their asylum claim (Gower 2016).
Between 2002 and 2005, criteria regarding eligibility to apply and the timeframe
to be entitled to apply for work permits were not officially specified, and Home
Office staff had discretion to grant work permission in exceptional cases (Refugee
Action 2018). InFebruary 2005, a new immigration rule allowed asylum claimants
to apply for permission to work if they had been waiting for over 12months for a
decision on their asylum case. This rule is still in use and it is among the most
restrictive in Europe (European Union: Council of the European Union 2013;
EuropeanCommission 2014). The policy relevance of the right towork is visible in
policy debates. The management of the right to work in the UK asylum system is
unquestionably a concern of current importance. During the development of the
Immigration Act 2016 (December 2016), amendments were debated that would
have allowed asylum seekers to work with no limitation on job type, after waiting
for 6 months. Even though the House of Lords voted 280 to 195 in favour, the
Government rejected the amendments (Refugee Council 2017).
It is important to note that asylum seekers who are still in the system after 1 year
are only allowed to apply for work permits to gain access to certain occupations
and types of employment. Permission to take up employment is granted under
paragraph 360 (Part 11 B) of the Immigration Rules, which specifies that work
permission will be subject to the following restrictions: (i) employment may only
be taken up in a post which is included on the list of shortage occupations pub-
lished by the United Kingdom Border Agency; (ii) no work in a self-employed
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capacity; and (iii) no engagement in setting up a business. These rules highly
restrict the employment options asylum seekers could legally take, which means
that in reality many asylum seekers are unlikely to enter the official market while
in the system.
The prohibition to work during the first 12months in the asylum system means
that most asylum seekers are dependent on the welfare system to survive.
According to the Home Office, most asylum seekers are not allowed to access
the labour market and they are ‘instead provided with accommodation and sup-
port tomeet their essential living needs if they would otherwise be destitute’ (Home
Office 2017: 4). This means that not all asylum seekers receive housing and finan-
cial support. Asylum Support currently provides asylum seekers with a single
weekly rate of support of £39.60 per person for food, clothes, and toiletries
(Refugee Council 2020). The support that is offered is thus below the poverty level.
Within the Asylum Support system, accommodation is offered on a no-choice
basis normally in areas outside London and the southeast and it is generally of a
very low quality (Glen and Lindsay 2014). The combination of the legal prohib-
ition towork together with low-quality housing, poor services, social isolation, and
stress is a ‘poisonous cocktail’ for applicants’ wellbeing (Humphries et al. 2005: 21).
Navigating the System: Enforced Unemployment or Undocumented Work
The prohibition to work leaves asylum seekers with a difficult choice: enforced
joblessness or undocumented work. Evidence from research shows that the pro-
hibition to work has significant negative impacts on asylum seekers’ general well-
being, and is an important obstacle to addressing and achieving both their practical
and psychological needs (Humphries et al. 2005; Hennessy 2017). For instance, not
being able to work and becoming dependent on social welfare has negative emo-
tional effects such as embarrassment, discomfort, boredom, frustration, sadness,
and anger (Kenny 2002; Hartley and Fleay 2014; Hennessy 2017) and may lead to
psychological problems such as depression and distress (Edwards 2006; Hennessy,
2017). Restricted access to employment is also likely to cause deterioration of
physical health (Humphries et al. 2005). Asylum seekers feel that their economic
dependence restricts their choices, leading to frustration and stress (Stewart 2006).
Undocumented employment is the hidden flipside of the coin when it comes to
dealing with restricted access to the labour market. It creates significant burdens
for asylum claimants. Conditions that encourage asylum seekers to engage in
informal work include insufficient or complete lack of state financial support
such as public relief or social welfare and the necessity to send money to depend-
ants in the country of origin (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development 2016). Some have no choice but to work to pay their smugglers
or repay other debts. Hence, the combination of these burdens may force asylum
claimants to enter into informal employment networks that are likely to persist
after gaining the refugee status (Da Costa 2006). The Committee on Migration,
Refugees andDisplaced Persons (2012) haswarned that denying asylum claimants
the right to work ‘may force them to seek employment in unregulated, dangerous,
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degrading and exploitative conditions’, which might put them at risk of suffering
sexual and gender-based violence or human trafficking, and ‘interfere with a wider
range of human rights’ (p. 5). As a consequence of informal employment con-
nected to their legal status, asylum seekers continually live in an atmosphere of
powerlessness, insecurity, risk, uncertainty, and despair (Humphries et al. 2005).
These conditions are likely to create multiple burdens on individuals in the asylum
system. These result in a burden paradox.
The Burden Paradox
The concept of burden is often used in mainstream policy discourses and practices
with reference to asylum seekers. At European level, asylum and migration pol-
icies aim to promote burden-sharing across countries, including the UK (Noll
2003; Uca̧rer 2006).Within the UK, the asylum dispersal policy that relocates and
spreads asylum seekers across the territory was similarly implemented to ‘spread
the burden’ across local authorities nationally (Robinson and Andersson 2003).
Representations of asylum seekers as a burden are also visible in media and
public discourses (Gedalof 2007), which represent them as an economic burden or
as a burden on health and welfare services (Baker et al. 2007).Media coverage and
political debates have created an image of the asylum seeker stereotyped as
‘bogus’, as scroungers who soak up state resources with little or nothing to offer
in return (Sargeant and Forna 2001: 3). However, contrasting widespread public
discourses, macroeconomic evidence indicates that asylum claimants are not a
‘burden’ for Western European economies because ‘the increase in public spend-
ing induced by asylum seekers is more than compensated for by an increase in tax
revenues net of transfers’ (d’Albis 2018). On the other hand, the language of
burden is also applied to asylum seekers’ claims whereby the ‘burden of proof’
pertaining to the credibility of their case is put on them (Bloch 2000). Contrary to
public perceptions, the majority of asylum seekers are unhappy to be dependent
on welfare benefits and would like to work to give something back to the society
that had offered them safety (Humphries et al. 2005). By restricting the right to
work for asylum seekers and thus creating unequal access to the labour market in
relation to citizenship, the UK state maintains a distinction between British citi-
zens ‘who belong’ and the asylum seekers ‘who do not belong’ (Mayblin 2016).
This paper offers new insights into the concept of burden by investigating the
ways in which asylum seekers make sense of the burdens resulting from the pro-
hibition to work policy rather than simply examining the impacts of the prohib-
ition to work on their lives. It reverses the gaze from public representations of
asylum seekers as a burden to reveal how asylum seekers relate to societal views of
them as burdens due to their enforced joblessness, thus problematizing public
representations of newcomers as burdens on society. Furthermore, the analysis
of the impact of the prohibition towork through the lens of the burden exposes the
paradoxes inherent in the relationship between policy, practice, and experiences,
where asylum policies that purport to reduce burdens in reality create unnecessary
additional burdens for asylum seekers and the host society. This examination
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draws from an empirical study of asylum seekers’ experiences and perceptions of
the prohibition to work on their lives and society more generally.
Methodology
The study on asylum and (un)employment adopts a multi-method approach that
consists of content analysis of policy discourses; semi-structured interviews with
asylum seekers and refugees; group discussions/workshops with asylum seekers,
refugees, and migrants; and interviews with key informants. Fifty-two asylum
seekers, refugees, and practitioners participated in the study. Participants were
selected using purposive sampling through organizations and initiatives that sup-
port refugee communities.
Interviews were conducted with 10 (8 male and 2 female) asylum seekers and
refugees. Inclusion criteria were for participants to have been in the asylum system
for at least 4 months. The sample consisted of those unemployed while seeking
asylum (4) those working in the irregular sector while seeking asylum (3) and those
with unknown working activity (3). Interviews were conducted mostly in English,
and on two occasions with the assistance of an interpreter. The themes of the
interviews were the interviewee’s general asylum situation; the meaning of work;
the effects of the legal prohibition to work on participant’s wellbeing; the inter-
viewee’s perceptions of the role of the asylum and immigration authorities; and
recommendations to the Government and to other asylum seekers regarding asy-
lum and work.
Two group discussions/workshops were held, during which participants—re-
spectively 22 and 15 asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants—were invited to dis-
cuss in plenary and small group format the following themes: views aboutworking
or not working while in the asylum system including personal experiences; rela-
tionship between asylum status and work; and recommendations to asylum
seekers, agencies, and the Government. Furthermore, interviews were conducted
with five key informants, all of them women, from different asylum and refugee
organizations, who were invited to discuss the implications of the prohibition to
work on asylum seekers on the basis of their expertise in immigration support,
integration, education, psychotherapy, and employment.
After describing the scope of the study, participants gave informed consent for
voluntary participation, right to withdraw, confidentiality, and anonymity. In
order to ‘do no harm’ to participants, this study actively averted research practices
that might exploit or disempower, promote distrust, or inflict material or emo-
tional harm on forced migrants. Issues of trust are central to research with forced
migrants (Hynes 2003). This is even more important in the context of asylum
seekers working clandestinely. The taboo about employment meant that one of
the researchers worked closely with trusted gatekeepers.
Data collected were analysed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA). The interview and workshop/group discussion data were transcribed, to-
gether with field notes and observations (Stewart 2006). Using IPA, we aimed to
explore how individuals make sense of their personal experiences, meanings, and
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values (Schweitzer and Steel 2008). IPA uses coding, categorizing, and conceptu-
alizing, which are qualitative bottom-up techniques situated within the grounded
theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967).
Findings
The Significance of Work in Asylum Seekers’ Lives
In order to understand the impact of the prohibition to work on asylum seekers in
theUK, it is important to understand themeaning ofwork in the country of origin
as this is likely to affect the experience of working or not working during the
asylum process. Participants report that work brings economic benefits, as indi-
cated by the use of terms such as ‘income’, ‘salary’, and ‘money’.
However, enjoying the right to work is important not only because it offers
financial independence but also because it fulfils a range of other emotional, so-
cial, and cultural functions (Hartley and Fleay 2014; Popescu 2016; Hennessy
2017; Kone et al. 2019). Having a job and earning a salary is an essential way
to ‘support’ families, and through employment individuals can ‘provide services’
and make a ‘contribution to society’. The meaning of work is connected not only
to values and beliefs but also to social responsibilities, as indicated by Suleyman, a
27-year-oldmale refugee fromSudanwho hadworked undocumentedwhile in the
asylum system, and who connects work with personal and social responsibility
because it ‘shows you are a responsible person, protective for myself, my family
and my country’.
To be able to work is related not only to self-respect and self-esteem (Edwards
2006; Hartley and Fleay 2014) but also to social status and greater recognition
within the family and society, as indicated byKamal, a 33-year-old Sudanesemale
refugee who worked undocumented while seeking asylum, and explains that: ‘In
Sudan, people who work are more respected’. Similarly, Baser, an Afghani male
seeking asylum who has never worked in the UK, says: ‘A job and a position will
give you a status in Afghanistan’. This explains why the reverse, the inability to
work, carries negative connotations on an individual’s societal image, as Sifa, a 38-
year-old female refugee fromRwanda who has never worked in the UK, explains:
‘If you don’t want to work you are nothing in the society, they minimise you’.
Cultural gendered roles and expectations also play a role in self-perceptions and
societal norms about work (Powell 1999). Rose, from the Refugee Council’s
Therapeutic Services, gives an insight into how not being able to work affects
gender dynamics and identities:
In somany places it is somuch part of the identity of aman being able to provide for
himself and his family, and often people are still sendingmoney homewhen they are
here. So, it really impacts on people’s sense of who they are, what they can do, how
they are seen.Andwhen people are stuck there for years and years, what I often hear
is massive frustration from men.
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In many cultures, gender roles are more structured than in the UK (Dion and
Dion 2001). The above quote shows how the social image of men as breadwinners
is strongly associated with their employability. The denial of their ability to earn a
living to provide for the family has an impact on asylum seekers’ self-perceptions
and position in society. This is shown by Hassan, a 35-year-old Sudanese man,
who struggles emotionally because, due to the prohibition to work, is unable to
support his parents who are in Sudan. He says that: ‘if you don’t have work you
feel you are less. . . not at the same level as others’.
On the other hand, in many non-western cultures the identity of women, and
especially mothers, is strongly connected to that of the carer, as indicated by Sifa’s
comment of how enforced joblessness impacts on her sense of responsibility for
her children. Sifa, who has two children in Rwanda, experiences distress in being
an unemployed mother who is unable to take care of her children’s needs: ‘I’m a
mother, not working means no finance for my children, I can’t feed them, I can’t
take care of them when they are sick. [By not granting the right to work] they
prevent your right to be a human being, a mother’.
In addition to economic and social functions, to be able to work also fulfils
emotional purposes (Popescu 2016; Kone et al. 2019). These range from providing
a meaning to life in the present, aspirations for the future and continuity with the
past.Having a job is associatedwith having a ‘busy’ and ‘active life’ and being able
to achieve personal fulfilment and foster aspirations. According to Sifa, employ-
ment allows individuals to ‘use your intellect. . .you gain experience’ while Baser
integrates different temporal elements that range from using one’s time actively in
the present and showing ambition for the future. For him work means: ‘to have
ambition. If you don’t work it is a waste of time. . . To be busy, to have an active
life’; it also provides continuity between the past and the present: ‘So it is very
important for me to work, to have a job, a salary, to start and to continue my life
as it was before’.
As the findings above show, it is clear that work is personally, socially, and
culturally very important. It fulfils multiple functions that start with economic
survival but extend to social worth and recognition and carries emotional benefits.
In this respect, work is essential to achieve a successful and meaningful life, as
explained by Hassan, who had been in the asylum system for over 5 years without
working: ‘Work is life; if you don’t have work, you don’t have a life. If you work,
youwill have a house, marriage, andmany doorswill open for you’. Therefore, for
those forced migrants who apply for asylum in the UK, the current policy that
prohibits them from working is a burden that impacts on various spheres of their
lives.
The Prohibition to Work, and Ensuing Multiple Burdens
Media and public discourses often depict asylum seekers as a burden on host
societies (Baker et al. 2007; Gedalof 2007). Whereas asylum seekers are aware
of being forced to become, and being perceived as, a burden to the host society,
they are also worried about being a burden on others to whom they are directly
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connected, especially family and friends. Differently from the homogenous de-
scription of burden, participants unpack the multiple connotations that being a
burden carries—economic, social, emotional, and temporal—, and their inter-
relationship. They attribute the reality of being a burden not onto themselves
but onto the Government’s prohibition to work.
Baser explains how being financially dependent on others makes him feel like a
burden not only on the Government but also on others around him, and the
impact this condition has on his wellbeing.
If I receive benefits I am a kind of burden on the Government. If my brother or
friends help me, I am a burden on them. I feel embarrassed. . .every time when I
remember I don’t have work and I don’t have status it affects me, my mind.
Baser’s words confirm not only that being a burden carries negative emotional
impacts (Kenny 2002; Hartley and Fleay 2014; Hennessy 2017) but also that
asylum seekers are aware of these impacts.
Generally, the stereotype of asylum seekers as a burden portrays a static picture
of the phenomenon (Sales 2002).Differently, it is clear fromparticipants’ accounts
that rather than ‘to be’ a burden, they experience the condition as one of ‘becom-
ing’. To be forced to be a burden is a process. It is a condition that arises upon
arrival in the country of asylum but also after conditions change in the home or
host country. Even asylum seekers who are independent when they arrive in the
UK are likely to be forced to become a burden due to the combined asylum
policies and systems operating in a hostile environment. Lisa, an integration ad-
visor from the Refugee Council’s Integration Team, explains the mechanisms
whereby asylum claimants are forced by the asylum system to transition from
being economically self-sufficient to become dependent on the state, and the nega-
tive impact that becoming a burden has on their lives:
Even if they come with savings they have to spend all those savings before they can
get Asylum Support. If those people could work, then their savings wouldn’t dimin-
ish [. . .] but because they can’t, they are forced to spend all of their money without
being able to replenish it, which means that then they have to go into Asylum
Support. So, they lose their autonomy and they become dependent.
Enforced joblessness is likely to lead asylum seekers to dependence on the state
system (Edwards 2006). Lisa highlights the burden that results in the erosion of
economic and personal autonomy. The prohibition to work policy combines with
the Asylum Support policy to create dependency that lasts even after the prohib-
ition to work ends.
While after 1 year in the system asylum seekers are entitled to apply for work
permit, in reality permission to take up employment is subjected to restrictions
(Home Office 2020). This means that in reality most asylum seekers do not get
permission to work, according to Mary, the representative of Refugee Support,
who in her professional capacity only heard of one person who had received a
work permit while in the asylum system. Participants are overall concerned about
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the fact that by law they could apply for permission to work after waiting 12
months while in the asylum system but in reality, the possibilities of obtaining
permission to work are extremely limited, especially due to the shortage occupa-
tions list. Several participants who had been in the asylum system for over 12
months thought about applying for permission to work but were strongly dis-
couraged by their solicitors, who claimed it would be virtually impossible to ob-
tain the authorization.
The prohibition to work and related asylum restrictions also intersect with the
time of the asylum process. Many participants are concerned about the length of
the decision-making process, which can last for years, and can lead to a long-
lasting struggle for survival and ongoing suffering, as Hassan explains: ‘Benefits
are not enough. I am suffering during five years. I am suffering to finish the week.
Five pounds a day is too little’. Enforced joblessness forces asylum seekers into
poverty and economic deprivation (Humphries et al. 2005; Committee on
Migration, Refugees and Displaced Persons 2012; Hartley and Fleay 2014).
Hassan points out that the support that asylum seekers are entitled to is insuffi-
cient to cover their basic needs, something that all participants raised as an issue.
The prohibition to work not only has an impact on the present but also gen-
erates worries for the future, especially regarding employability prospects.
Lengthy unemployment results in reduced competence, expertise, and confidence
(Gower 2016; Kirkwood et al. 2016), forcing asylum seekers to become ‘effectively
deskilled’ (Sargeant and Forna 2001: 16). This means that even after they get
refugee status, individuals who have successfully passed through the asylum pro-
cess experience difficulties finding a job because they do not have UK references,
appropriate skills, language nor networks. Sifa, who had gained refugee status and
with it the permission towork says that: ‘It is very hard to find a job because I have
no experience in this country. When I look for a job and they see I have not
worked or studied for the last four years, this will look bad. It will be very
complicated’. Like other asylum seekers who worry about becoming out-of-
date while waiting to obtain permission to work (Kenny 2002; Stewart 2006),
Sifa too is aware of the gap that enforced unemployment has created in her op-
portunity to gain employment.
Forced unemployment has a differential impact on asylum seekers even after
they have gained refugee status. Gender differences are also reported, with refugee
men over four times as likely as refugee women to be in paid employment (Bloch
2007) . According toKone et al. (2019), female migrants in search of protection in
the UK have a relatively low employment rate of 35 per cent, compared to the one
for UK-born females (69 per cent). The estimates, controlling for socio-
demographic factors, suggest that the employment gap between these two groups
is 23 percentage points. On the other hand, there is a smaller, although still sub-
stantial, gap in the employment rates between male asylum migrants and UK-
born males (3 percentage points).
Moreover, while forced joblessness leads to social exclusion, marginalization,
and isolation (Phillimore andGoodson 2006; Gower 2016; Kirkwood et al. 2016),
whose effects carry on even when status is acquired, it also becomes a burden on
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social and intimate relations.Hassan explains howbeing an asylum seekerwithout
permission to work limited his ability to develop intimate relationships. He met a
woman, they liked each other, and it looked as though they were going to start a
relationship. However, when she realized Hassan was an asylum seeker and was
not allowed to work, ‘she changed her mind’. Similarly, Baser recalls a painful
incident that shaped the way in which he subsequently interacted with strangers.
He oncemet a womanwho asked himwhat he was doing andwhen he replied that
he did not work, she had a very strong negative reaction. She had assumed he was
living on benefits, which was not the case, because his brother supported him.
Baser felt deeply ashamed and guilty for being unemployed, a situation he did not
choose to be in and was forced on him. He realized that some people might judge
him because of his unemployment, and from that moment on he did not feel
comfortable meeting new people and became reticent to disclose personal
information.
The burden of being unemployed during the asylum process also has emotional
repercussions on individuals. Restrictions on employment make asylum seekers
feel isolated and in limbo (Phillimore andGoodson 2006; Gower 2016; Kirkwood
et al. 2016; Hennessy 2017). Participants frequently spoke of ‘boredom’, ‘not
knowing what to do’, ‘losing the sense of time’, ‘sleeping too much’, and ‘lacking
energy’. They expressed their uneasiness and frustration through the language of
being trapped in an oppressive time. Sifa for instance explains how forced un-
employment generated frustration for not being able to move on: ‘You are stuck;
your life is not anymore your life’. Similarly to other studies (Hartley and Fleay
2014; Hennessy 2017), Sifa’s words convey the sense of limbo, loss of autonomy,
and reduced freedom that accompanies the day to day life of enforced joblessness
in the asylum system.
The image of literal and symbolic confinement was also used by participants to
describe the multiple burdens that fell upon them. Rafael, a 31-year-old Pakistani
man seeking asylumwho has never worked in the UK and chose not to depend on
the state and receive support from his brother, explained how being a burden on
his family meant that he was very cautious about asking for help, resulting in him
feeling ‘confined’ inside. He says: ‘I would like to travel but transportation is too
expensive. Sometimes I feel confined in the house’. Similarly, Sifa describes her
situation while in the asylum system through another suffocating image, that of
incarceration: ‘You are in a prison. You come to seek protection but they put you
in a prison indirectly. Benefits are enough just to survive’. Sifa shares the disap-
pointment of her hope for protection being transformed into imprisonment. Not
being able to work restricted her life choices, making her lose the sense of being in
control of her own life. For Imani, a woman seeking asylum, the legal prohibition
to work made her feel isolated and excluded from the rest of society as she says: ‘I
feel like I am in an island’.
The burden of forced unemployment has a negative effect on asylum seekers’
social and mental wellbeing (Kenny 2002; Hartley and Fleay 2014; Hennessy
2017). Sifa for instance compares the hostile environment of the asylum system
withmental torture: ‘It is another kind of torture. . .mentally. In your country you
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suffer physical torture and here mental torture. They (the authorities) play with
your life’. Rose, from Refugee Council’s Therapeutic Services, confirms that
forced unemployment has a significant negative effect on asylum seekers’ social
andmental wellbeing by generating ‘loss of dignity, of self-respect, of identity and
the sense of losing who you are, someone who can be viewed in society, someone
who can do something to earn your own living. Over time it has a terrible impact
on people’s mental health’.
When thinking about asylum seekers in the UK, we tend to think of newcomers
entering the country in search of protection. However, there are individuals who
have been living and working in the UK when the situation in their countries of
origin changed and they then decided to apply for asylum. Lisa, from the Refugee
Council’s Integration Team, explains: ‘I’ve worked with some people that were
here working when something happened and decided to claim asylum [. . .] so for
those people it means that you could have been in the job market and then you
have to leave’. Her words show how this group of people are confronted with a
forced transition, and the new burden of an abrupt interruption of their integra-
tion process.
This section confirms existing literature on the negative impacts of the prohib-
ition to work on asylum seekers and expands existing knowledge on the burden of
enforced joblessness by highlighting the multi-dimensional aspects and dynamic
processes that shape asylum seekers’ perceptions of becoming, and being per-
ceived as, a burden on others. In the next section, we move beyond the analysis
of the burdens linked to enforced unemployment to compare burdens between
enforced joblessness for asylum seekers who do follow the government’ policy to
not work and undocumented work for those who make the choice of working
clandestinely.
Forced Unemployment, Legal Employment, and Undocumented Employment:
Comparing Burdens
While existing literature on the prohibition to work focuses on the negative
impacts of being unable to work (Brand 2015), less is empirically known about
asylum seekers’ perceptions of being granted permission to work, and the impacts
this would have on their lives and society’s perceptions. This study’s participants
explain how being allowed to work would reduce many of the burdens that they
experience and improve their lives. For Kamal, granting permission to work to
individuals who are in the asylum system would give meaning to their lives and
improve their wellbeing because it would allow them: ‘not stay home and feel
frustrated and depressed. . .get rid of the bad feelings and frustrations. . .feel like
they are doing something with their life’. Employment would also improve asylum
seekers’ social cohesion, inclusion, and integration (Sargeant and Forna 2001;
Kenny 2002;Hennessy 2017) because, as Suleyman says, being able toworkwould
mean that ‘asylum seekers would interact with others and get to understand how
law and culture work’.
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Participants associate the possibility to work with being able to increase social
connections, start new friendships, improve communication with others, and feel
that they are ‘part of society’. These comments confirm existing evidence that to be
granted the right to work leads to increased life satisfaction for individuals in
general (Makridis 2019), and delve into the reasons why this may be so in the
specific circumstances of asylum seekers for whom being pushed into enforced
unemployment overlaps with being isolated at home, while waiting for their cases
to be determined, and unable to immerse themselves in the new society.
Participants are well aware of the negative public representations of asylum
seekers in the media (Gedalof 2007), where perceptions of them being a burden on
resources (Baker et al. 2007) offering little or nothing in return (Sargeant and
Forna 2001) are central to the formation of the negative stereotype. Almost all
participants feel that the social perception of asylum applicants among the British
population is negative partly because, due to the prohibition to work, they are
forced to be dependent on benefits. Some participants think citizens might ‘hate’
asylum seekers because they ‘take their money indirectly from their taxes’. This is
why from participants’ perspectives, to be able to work while in the asylum system
would not only benefit them directly but also change society’s perceptions of
newcomers as a burden on society. If they were allowed to work the host society
would ‘respect themmore’ and it would change its current ‘mind-set’. If allowed to
work, asylum claimants would move from being perceived to be a ‘burden on the
benefits system’ tomaking ‘a contribution’ to the UKby paying taxes, ‘using their
skills’ and experience, and supporting the Government and the host society.
During group discussions, participants pointed out that to allow asylum seekers
toworkwhile in the systemwould be beneficial to the employmentmarket because
they could be a ‘workforce’ that fills those sectors where there exists a ‘shortage’ of
workers. Some participants explain this change of approach by saying that instead
of receiving benefits and being a burden, asylum seekers could be active members
of society by contributing to it while in the asylum system. Additionally, by
gaining economic autonomy, their decision-making capacity would increase,
which would in turn improve their general wellbeing.
Participants’ general comments on the individual and societal benefits of being
able to work while in the asylum system find empirical support in the personal
statements made by those who actually entered the undocumented sector. They
confirm that to be working while in the asylum system helped them reduce the
economic dependency andmade their worries disappear and that those working in
the undocumented sector are in a better position to find a job and integrate after
receiving refugee status. This is because they have an advantage regarding lan-
guage proficiency and availability of social interactions.
However, to be forced to work in the undocumented sector generates new
burdens. Researchers who examine the circumstances and conditions of asylum
seekers who work while in the asylum system tend to subsume this work within
that of general migrants who work in the undocumented sector (Craig et al. 2015)
and to frame it through the lens of ‘forced labour’ (Dwyer et al. 2016; Lewis et al.
2017). While there are similarities, most notably in the exploitative conditions
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(Vickers 2015) and legal repercussions, the most extreme being deportation
(Majidi and Schuster 2019), few studies focus on the specific experiences of asylum
seekers who work in the undocumented sector while in the asylum system, or
compare asylum seekers’ decisions about not working or working undocumented.
A possible reason for the lack of research in this topic is that asylum applicants
who work undocumented are a hidden and hard-to-reach population due to their
difficult circumstances and invisibility (Van Liempt and Bilger 2009).
Unsurprisingly, one of the main preoccupations related to clandestine work is
the fear of being discovered, which would lead to problems with their asylum
claim and the prospect of being deported, as Suleyman, who decided to work in
the undocumented sector, explains: ‘I was worried because I know if the
Government catch me I will have problems with my application’. Even when
taking into consideration the additional burdens of being discovered, deportation
and exploitation, participants and key experts alike agree that to work, even if
undocumented, is better than to not work . Lisa observes that: ‘Clients I’ve work
with that have been working undocumented while they were asylum seekers [. . .]
seem to be much more integrated, confident, and independent. They’ve already
had that confidence and independence to make that choice’.
This is in spite of the fact that having an undocumented job is generally linked to
exploitation. For instance, Kamal experienced precarity as he worked on call in a
car wash for 3 weeks. He worked up to 10 hours a day, earning only £3/hour. He
had a second job in the undocumented sector, which again was not on a regular
basis and lasted only 1 month. During this time, he regularly worked 8–10 hours a
day, earning only £4/hour. Kamal’s experience of working long hours for very low
pay exemplifies the general exploitative working conditions that asylum seekers
face in the undocumented labour marked (Dwyer et al. 2016).
Rafael, who did not work undocumented, is very much of the opinion that the
undocumented sector is full of ‘exploitative jobs, not contractual, not formal,
unsafe. . .without health and safety regulations’. He believes that asylum seekers
are at risk of being fired overnight or not getting paid for the job they have done.
He gave the example of an asylum seeker he knew who worked as a shop assistant
14 hours a day without being allowed to have a break, and being paid only £1/
hour. For asylum seekers who work in the undocumented sector, exploitation
represents an additional burden (Clibborn 2015).
Research on co-ethnic exploitation indicates that migrants working undocu-
mented are often exploited by their own communities (Li 2017; Liu and Olivos
2019). Rita from the Refugee Council’sRefugees into Jobs project agrees with this
view and specifies that co-ethnic exploitation takes place especially in restaurants,
where asylum seekers ‘get paid less than the minimum wage, with no insurance’.
Rita highlights that this exploitation tends to continue even after they have been
granted refugee status, as these asylum seekers become trapped into the undocu-
mented work pattern that they are unable to exit.
Additionally, for the minority of refugees in employment, gender differences
reveal that female refugees have decreased earnings compared to male refugees
(Allen 2009). These gender differences can be attributed to variation in language
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proficiency and differential access to formal social networks, with women gener-
ally faring worse than men, with some inequality enduring or intensifying over
time (Cheung and Phillimore 2017).
This section comparing burdens associated with not working, being in legal or
undocumented employment , shows that to be in employment would reduce most
of the burdens that asylum seekers currently experience while having only the
option to work in the undocumented sector creates new burdens. There are dif-
ferent causes and dynamics as to why people in the asylum system choose not to
work or to work in the undocumented sector. The following section examines
asylum seekers’ reasons and decision-making processes for transitioning into the
undocumented sector, and it describes the new burdens that accompany these
transitions.
The Burden of Choice: Transitioning into Undocumented Work
The transition into work in the undocumented sector while in the asylum system is
a complex decision-making process, and shaped by a range of drivers. This tran-
sition is often triggered by economic, social, and emotional burdens derived from
the prohibition to work.
The economic burden resulting from the prohibition to work’s policy that
forces asylum seekers to survive below poverty levels pushes asylum seekers to
engage in the undocumented sector. Kamalmakes explicit the connection between
Asylum Support and his choice to enter clandestine work: ‘I realised that benefits
were not enough to survive. Most asylum seekers try to work because benefits are
not enough to survive, to cover the basic needs’. Not only are asylum seekers
expected to survive on reduced support but they have the additional burden of
having to use part of that support to provide for families back home (Organisation
for Economic Cooperation and Development 2016). This additional obligation
becomes a compounding economic driver for engagement in undocumented
work, as Kamal makes clear that he ‘needed to work to support my parents,
wife and children’ who live in Sudan. According to Mary from Refugee
Support, many asylum seekers must send money to their families regularly so
they do not have any choice but to work in the undocumented sector.
The negative impacts of the hostile environment on asylum seekers’ emotional
wellbeing, including the prohibition to work, are widely documented (Edwards
2006; Hartley and Fleay 2014; Hennessy 2017). For some of the participants in the
study, to work undocumented becomes a coping strategy to overcome the emo-
tional burdens associated with being a refugee where events of the past are ampli-
fied by conditions in the present. Kamal clearly explains this driver when he says:
‘I had too much time to think about problems, things that happened back home
and on the journey. I looked for a job to get rid of these bad feelings’.
Differently, for Suleyman, the decision towork in the undocumented sectorwas
driven by the desire to move on with his life and overcome the feeling of being
stuck in limbo. While waiting for a decision on his asylum application, he wanted
to take advantage of the free time and study. As he says: ‘I wanted to apply for
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College but they wanted me to wait 6 months and also it was far and I didn’t have
enough money for transportation. . . I feel uncomfortable to stay all day in the
house, I feel like I want something to do’. It was the burden of having to wait idly
that prompted his decision to look for work, and he could only do so in the
undocumented sector.
As the timeframe for processing asylum applications has increased in recent
years (Walsh 2019), asylum applicants are being prevented from entering the job
market for long periods due to the bureaucracy of the system. The length of the
asylum process was the driver for Abdo, a young asylum seeker, to enter the
clandestine employment sectors. He had been waiting for several months to
hear a decision on his asylum application and upon receiving a negative decision,
he decided to appeal and to wait for his court hearing but this was postponed.
Until that point, he had felt mentally strong enough to wait and cope with the
situation. After that, he realized that the appeal process would take a long time
and he decided he could not continue waiting and felt he needed to be ‘busy’.
Boredom is an issue affecting younger unemployed more than older unemployed
individuals (Moller 1991). Abdo felt he was young and aspirational and that is
why he decided to look for work.
In Rafael’s opinion, asylum claimants are put in an impossible situation. The
prohibition to work policy means that many who cannot survive on benefits are
forced to break the law and enter the clandestine employment sector or, even
worse, become criminals. This is not a sporadic case but a more general issue,
according to Rafael, who says that: ‘All asylum seekers I know in the UK have
earned some money somehow. . . they work or they become criminals’.
This section has shown that asylum seekers’ transition into undocumented
work is significantly influenced by existing asylum policies and practices. These
play a key role in decision-making processes and economic, emotional, and social
burdens linked to these decisions.
The Burdens Paradox
The findings described above highlight the burdens that the prohibition to work
inflicts on individuals who are in the asylum system. The economic, social, and
emotional burdens experienced by asylum seekers are multiple, and they evolve
over time depending on circumstances. In this section, we integrate the findings
presented above to examine the ways in which thesemultiple burdens interact.We
introduce the concept of the burdens paradox to articulate the contradictions in-
herent in the prohibition to work policy that is put in place to reduce burdens but
actually creates short- and long-term burdens for asylum seekers, the state, and
the host society.
The prohibition to work policy, and its implementation, reveals an inconsist-
ency in the way in which the UK government uses the language of burden as a
deterrent while putting into place policies that contribute to creating burdens.
More specifically, the UK construes the prohibition to work as a way to deter
individuals from coming into the country to seek asylum and be a burden on the
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welfare system and society (Edwards 2006; UK Visas and Immigration 2014).
However, it is the very prohibition to work that forces asylum seekers to use
the welfare system. As a consequence, this restriction forces them to become a
burden on the state and the host community. The burden paradox explains how the
prohibition towork leads to the very outcomes that it was created to prevent,most
notably being a burden on the welfare system.
First, while there is an intrinsic contradiction in the way in which the State uses
the language of burden in terms of causes and consequences, the impact of the
prohibition towork creates additional burden paradoxes for asylum seekers them-
selves. As the findings indicate, participants value work and want to work, to
contribute and to give back to the host society, but the prohibition to work forces
them to rely on state resources. The burden paradox unravels the tension between
not wanting to be a burden but being forced to become one as part of their search
for protection. The awareness that they are driven to become a burden makes
them feel uneasy.
Second, for those who decide to work illegally, the burden of choice, between
not working (and continuing to be a burden) or working illegally (to become less
of a burden), reveals another paradox. Asylum seekers want to obey the law and
comply with the rules of the asylum process but are confronted with the difficult
choice of respecting the rules and being unemployed for a long period of time or
breaking the rules and working undocumented. Choosing to work illegally means
to break the law. However, the findings show that, unexpectedly, those who do
work in the undocumented sector are generally better off economically, socially,
and emotionally than those who follow the rules.
Third, in the long-term, while the aim of the State is to promote integration, the
prohibition towork policy prevents asylum seekers from integrating economically
and also socially. By not being able to access the regulated labour market, asylum
seekers do not develop the skills and connections that are needed to find employ-
ment and integrate. The paradox is that while the state claims to promote inte-
gration (Da Costa, 2006; Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development, 2016), its policies in practice generate burdens that limit integration
and reduce their options to exit the condition of being a burden.
Fourth, a related inconsistency is that both unemployment and undocumented
work are disadvantageous for the State for taxation purposes (Gower 2016;
Hennessy 2017). The prohibition to work for long periods creates the conditions
for asylum seekers’ engagement with the undocumented sector. This reveals an
additional burden paradox: the state knows that undocumented work is counter-
productive and a burden on the economy but nonetheless develops policies that by
restricting access to the legal labour market enable the undocumented market to
thrive. Furthermore, the findings show that individuals tend to remain trapped in
the undocumented sector long after they receive permission to work legally once
they are granted refugee status.
In this section, we examined the inter-relationship among multiple burdens
through the language of the burden paradox. This paradox can be summarized
as follows: the prohibition to work is put in place to reduce burdens but it creates
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short and long-term burdens for asylum seekers, the state, and host society at
large. The burden paradox exposes the dysfunctionality of the prohibition to work
rule.
Conclusion
This qualitative study filled a gap in the existing literature on asylum and employ-
ment. It showed how the prohibition to work creates multiple burdens on asylum
seekers and the host society, and how its implementation generates a burden
paradox. It also explained how, even though the type of burdenmight be different,
both asylum seekers who do not work and those who work undocumented face
burdens. The findings confirmed the negative impact of the hostile environment
and the prohibition to work on asylum seekers and showed that the conditions of
asylum seekers who work in the undocumented sector are exploitative. They also
indicated that undocumented work during the asylum process tends to continue
once refugee status is granted and access to the employment market is permitted.
The findings showed the drivers that influence asylum seekers decision to either
follow the rules and not work or break the rules in order to enter the undocu-
mented sector while in the asylum system. All participants were critical of the
prohibition to work policy. Those who did not work experienced the economic,
social, and psychological burdens attached to the rule. Those who chose to enter
the undocumented sector experienced greater economic, social, and emotional
autonomy while encountering new burdens and worries, most notably exploit-
ation and anxieties generated by the possibility of being penalized for transgress-
ing the law. This paper contributed to the expanding literature on asylum and
employment by identifying not only exploitative conditions of work but also the
drivers and processes that enable these transitions from unemployment to em-
ployment in the undocumented sectors. Drivers included economic survival and
the need tomaintain and regain autonomy and agency. The processes revealed the
significance of critical events that prompted the transition from unemployment to
undocumented employment.
Furthermore, while there is an expanding body of work on asylum and forced
labour, this study also showed that unemployment too could be ‘forced’, and how
unemployment impacted on asylum seekers’ economic, social, and emotional
lives.
While most of the literature focuses on the negative effects of unemployment
and the forced dimensions of work in the undocumented sector, our findings from
the innovative comparison between forced unemployment and undocumented
employment revealed the presence of choice and, to some extent, agency.
Similarly to existing research, our findings showed that labour conditions are
exploitative. However, they also indicated, unexpectedly, that asylum seekers
who worked undocumented were better off than those who experienced forced
unemployment. The benefits were not only economic but also social and
emotional.






/jrs/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jrs/feaa090/6064839 by guest on 19 January 2021
While this paper mostly examined male experiences (the majority of interview-
ees were men) of forced unemployment and clandestine employment, gender
differences were identified. While we believe that the overall argument about
the burden paradox is still valid, we acknowledge that this is a limitation of the
study and recommend that future research adopts a systematic gender analysis of
forced unemployment and undocumented unemployment among asylum seekers
to offer a more nuanced analysis of how themen’s experiences of not being able to
work or of being exploited as undocumented workers, may have differed (or not)
from the experiences of women.
The language of burden is often used in mainstream media and public dis-
courses to refer to asylum seekers when describing them as a burden on society
and its resources. This paper reversed the perspective of burden to reveal how
asylum seekers themselves understood and problematized public representations
of themselves as a burden and also showed the burdens that the prohibition to
work policy inflicts on their lives. The analysis of the impact of the prohibition to
work through the lens of the burden was also useful in exposing the paradoxes
inherent in the policy and those that exist between policies, practices, and experi-
ences ofmultiple actors. It showed that asylumpolicies aimed at reducing burdens
have, in reality, the effect of creating more burdens.
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